Through the efforts of intrepid field paleontologists, the fossil evidence for human evolution has been accumulating at an extraordinary pace over the past several decades. Although there is still a great deal more to uncover about the course and circumstances of human evolution, the major steps in our evolutionary history are now well known, and the human lineage is one of the best documented among mammals. A key finding that has emerged is that our origins and much of our subsequent evolution has taken place in Africa. From the time when the human lineage diverged from that of chimpanzees at ∼6-7 Ma, until Homo ergaster first set foot in Eurasia at ∼1.7 Ma, hominins were exclusively African. Even after their initial exodus, Africa continued to be the geographical source for later species of Homo, including our own species, Homo sapiens. As the general outline of the evolutionary tree has taken shape, investigations have shifted to include a greater emphasis on the context of these discoveries, and a renewed focus on why and how the tree became shaped the way it is. As a consequence, the associated faunas and floras have taken on particular significance, and, in conjunction with evidence from regional and global climate change, paleontologists have begun to reconstruct the ecology and habitat diversity of Africa over time, and to explore macroevolutionary patterns of speciation, diversification, and extinction. Compared with the avalanche of popular books published on human evolution, few books have tackled the broader theme of the evolution of African faunas and environments. In Evolving Eden, Alan Turner and Mauricio Antón attempt to redress this by producing a richly illustrated and popular account of the evolution of African large mammals over the past 35 million years. The authors are well qualified to meet the challenge. Alan Turner is an experienced vertebrate paleontologist specializing in African faunas, especially the evolution of large carnivores, while Mauricio Antón is a paleontologist, natural historian, and artist, renowned for his scientific illustrations.
fortune to capture a scene with so many diverse species packed into an ecological hotspot, where motionless animals stoically survey their surroundings, seemingly oblivious of the teaming wildlife around them. Antón's scenes are animated, beautifully detailed, and above all realistic representations of nature. I especially liked the frontispiece in which a snarling Homotherium is in close pursuit of an Australopithecus afarensis individual attempting to seek refuge up a nearby tree. The outcome is left for the reader to decide, but my money is definitely on the 400 pound felid. Other favorites include the full-page reconstruction of Australopithecus afarensis, which invokes the classic pose of Michelango's David, and the snapshot of a smiling band of Homo erectus self-consciously posing for the artist. The illustration of Ancylotherium hennigi, the giant chalicothere from Laetoli, serves to emphasize that while most extinct mammals from Africa are reminiscent of their descendants one would see today on a safari to the Serengeti, extinction has pruned away some of the more exotic species. From a purely artistic perspective, the kill scenes of saber-toothed cats at Sterkfontein and Kromdraai in South Africa are noteworthy in being exquisitely rendered, recalling the artistry of nineteeth century illustrators of natural history. Personally, I am less happy with the reconstruction of Proconsul that has been illustrated ape-like without a tail (and emphasizes just how odd it looks without one). Fortunately, the authors have left an inviting blank space behind the rump for readers to creatively add a lengthy tail of their own choosing! However, despite the wonderful illustrations and the authors' commendable efforts to write the accompanying text in a lively and engaging style, I have to admit that the overall enterprise is flawed in several ways that detract from its success as an introduction to African large mammal paleontology and evolution. The opening two chapters on the geological and environmental context cover a range of concepts and topics, such as dating, continental drift, and climate change, which are inadequately explained. For example, Figure 1 .1 represents two simplified maps showing contact between the Afro-Arabian and Eurasian plates during the early Miocene, but they are not sufficiently instructive. Apart from an unexplained and mysterious arrow leading out of Arabia into southwest Asia, the map is unlabeled. Most general readers will not be able to locate Africa, the Arabian Peninsula, or the Tethys Sea, all of which are mentioned in the figure legend, without further help from the authors. Even worse, I suspect that some may not be able to tell whether the light gray or dark gray blobs represent land or ocean-but perhaps I am being overly sensitive to the appalling lack of appreciation of geography that pervades contemporary society. The opening chapter needed a basic annotated figure to explain the paleogeography of Africa and Eurasia. Similarly, it would have been helpful to provide a more detailed time chart for reference. Chapter 1 also introduces the reader to the role that astronomical cycles play in global climate change. Admittedly, this involves a set of concepts that are difficult to convey, but the authors succeed in confusing even me with what I thought was a sound grasp of the subject. Again, the readers would not find much enlightenment in the accompanying figure. The textbook version of Earth's eccentricity, tilt, and precession is replicated here in a simplified fashion, but being devoid of further commentary, succeeds only in confirming in a graphic form the inscrutability of the text.
Chapter 3, on living and fossil African mammals, represents the core of the book, and comprises more than half the text. After briefly reviewing Linnean nomenclature and taxonomy, the chapter provides a brief account of each mammalian group, beginning with the systematics, ecology, and behavior of the modern taxa, followed by a selective sampling
